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Abstract 
The main objective of this research was to investigate students’ strategies in language learning and measure them in relation to 
five research questions. The adopted measurement instrument developed by Oxford (1990) was applied to the sample of students 
learning English as a foreign language at the Faculty of Technical Sciences, University of Novi Sad. It was found that students’ 
gender and proficiency in English affect their strategy use. Moreover, students’ field of study also showed an effect on the result.
The influence of self-perceptions of motivation and the effects of course status (required vs. elective) and years of study were 
examined as well. 
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1. Introduction 
Language learning strategies are the conscious steps or behaviours used by language learners to enhance the 
acquisition, storage, retention, recall, and use of new information (Oxford, 2011). Strategies can be assessed in a 
variety of ways, such as diaries, think-aloud procedures, observations, and surveys. Research both outside the 
language field (McDonough, 1995; Nunan, 2010) and investigations with language learners (Oxford, 2011; Oxford 
et al., 1995) frequently show that the most successful learners tend to use learning strategies that are appropriate to 
the material, to the task, and to their own goals, needs, and stage of learning. More proficient learners appear to use 
a wider range of strategies in a greater number of situations than do less proficient learners, but the relationship 
between strategy use and proficiency is complex. Research indicates that language learners at all levels use 
strategies (Chamot et al., 1996), but that some or most learners are not fully aware of the strategies they use or the 
strategies that might be most beneficial to employ.  
Many different strategies can be used by language learners: 1. metacognitive techniques for organizing, focusing, 
and evaluating one's own learning; 2. affective strategies for handling emotions or attitudes; 3. social strategies for 
cooperating with others in the learning process; 4. cognitive strategies for linking new information with existing 
schemata and for analyzing and classifying it; 5. memory strategies for entering new information into memory 
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storage and for retrieving it when needed; and 6. compensation strategies (such as guessing or using gestures) to 
overcome deficiencies and gaps in one's current language knowledge (see Oxford, 2011).  
 
Choice of language strategies also relates strongly to ethnicity, language learning purpose, the nature of the task, 
and other factors (see Benson, 2006; Ely et al., 1996; Stern, 1992). It is clear that students can be taught for adequate 
choice of strategy, and previous research suggests that effective learning strategies improve language performance. 
Just how language learning strategies should be taught is open to question, but so far it has been confirmed that 
strategy training is generally more effective when woven into regular classroom activities than when presented as a 
separate strategy course.  Language learning strategies appear to be among the most important variables influencing 
performance in a second language. Much more investigation is necessary to determine the precise role of strategies 
because teachers need to become more aware of them through appropriate teacher training. Teachers can help their 
students by designing instruction that meets the needs of individuals with different stylistic preferences and by 
teaching students how to improve their learning style. There is also a link between the quality of a student’s 
emotional literacy and the quality of his behaviour. 
2.Research methodology  
2.1. Sample 
This research was carried out on the sample of 258 students, including 121 men and 137 women who 
participated in the study. All of them were students at Faculty of Technical Sciences in Novi Sad who required 
English for certain very specific purposes. The English courses were organized differently at different Departments, 
but all of them comprised both General English and ESP oriented subject-matter. Thus, all of the examinees were 
majoring in technical fields, such as Industrial Management, Electrical Engineering or Graphic Engineering and 
Design. The majority of examinees (72%) were studying Industrial Management and they were in their third 
semester of university language study. (18%) percent were studying Electrical Engineering in their seventh 
semester. These two groups (90%) were taking the foreign language course as a graduation requirement. The rest 
(10%) were enrolled in higher level language course and they were in their ninth semester, studying Graphic 
Engineering and Design. They chose language study as an elective. They were all learning English as a foreign 
language. Almost all (95%) were native Serbian speakers, and the similar proportion (98 %) was in the age range 
eighteen to twenty-three.  
2.2. Research questions and hypothesis.  
Two key research questions were addressed in the study. First, what kind of strategies do university foreign 
language students report using? Second, what variables (sex, language proficiency, course status, motivation level, 
years of study and major) influence the use of these strategies?  
Two testable hypotheses were proposed in the research. The first one concerns the difference between the males 
and females in overall as well as individual strategy use. The second one predicts that students with different 
English language proficiency use different strategies. The question is based on an assumption that students with 
better language proficiency use different language learning strategies or use the same strategy more effectively than 
those with poorer proficiency. The underlying assumption of this research is that there is an overall pattern that can 
be established for successful English language learners and that these strategies (patterns) could be taught to other 
students to improve their proficiency. 
2.3. Instrument.  
The main instrument used in this study was the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning, or SILL (Oxford, 
1990). The SILL has been used around the world for students of second and foreign languages in universities, 
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schools, and government agencies. Strategy descriptions on the SILL were drawn from a comprehensive taxonomy 
of language learning strategies that systematically covers the four language skill areas of listening, reading, 
speaking, and writing. The taxonomy was based on an extensive research review. The guarantee of anonymity, and 
the fact that the SILL scores were not to be used for performance evaluation (grading), contributes to the apparent 
honesty of the respondents. This instrument asks learners to report the frequency with which they use certain 
language learning strategies. A typical item asks the respondent to indicate, in a multiple-choice fashion, on a five-
point scale (almost always, often, sometimes, rarely, and almost never,) the frequency of use of a given strategy. 
SILL comprises six different language learning strategies (techniques) as the following: 
Part A (9 items) - memory strategies for entering new information into memory storage and for retrieving it 
when needed. For example, item 2 
I use new English words in a sentence so I can remember them. 
Part B (14 items) - cognitive strategies for linking new information with existing schemata and for analyzing and 
classifying it. For example, item 20 
     I try to find patterns in English. 
     Part C (6 items) - compensation strategies (such as guessing or using gestures) to overcome deficiencies and 
gaps in one's current language knowledge. For example, item 27 
 I read English without looking up every new word. 
Part D (9 items) - metacognitive strategies for organizing, focusing, and evaluating one's own learning. For 
example, item 34 
 I plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study English. 
Part E (6 items) - affective strategies for handling emotions or attitudes. For example, item 41 
 I give myself a reward or treat when I do well in English. 
Part F (6 items) - social strategies for cooperating with others in the learning process. For example, item 45 
 If I do not understand something in English, I ask the other person to slow down or say it again. 
In addition to SILL (Oxford, 1990), a background questionnaire was also administered covering sex, years of 
foreign language study, elective vs. required course status, self-perceptions of proficiency and motivation, and 
obtained grades.  Data collection was conducted by the author, with the cooperation of other teaching assistants. 
Respondents received uniform instructions to fill out the SILL and the background questionnaire.  
To understand the data we: 1) calculated descriptive statistics such as frequencies to determine overall patterns; 
2) discerned the underlying factors on the SILL through factor analysis; 3) determined the variables which had the 
greatest influence on the choice of learning strategies through analysis of variance (ANOVA) on SILL factor scores. 
In statistics, analysis of variance (ANOVA) is a collection of statistical models, and their associated procedures, in 
which the observed variance in a particular variable is partitioned into components due to different sources of 
variation. In its simplest form ANOVA provides a statistical test of whether or not the means of several groups are 
all equal, and therefore generalizes t-test to more than two groups. ANOVAs are helpful because they possess an 
advantage over a two-sample t-test. Doing multiple two-sample t-tests would result in an increased chance of 
committing a type I error. For this reason, ANOVAs are useful in comparing three or more means. 
SILL factor analysis involved Promax (oblique) rotation with the maximum number of allowable factors set at 
10 and the minimum eigenvalue set at 1. The general linear model (GLM) program was used for conducting 
analyses of variance (ANOVA) on factor scores (i.e., the scores assigned to individuals on each of the five strongest 
SILL factors found in the current study). The independent variables in the analyses of variance were sex, elective vs. 
required course status, motivation and proficiency self-ratings, university major, and other background variables, 
while the dependent variables were the factor scores. The use of ANOVA allowed directional statements about 
causality. 
3.Research results  
3.1. Research techniques.  
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Due to answer the first research question, i.e., which kinds of strategies are used by university students to learn a 
new language, we turn to the SILL factor analytic findings. Firstly, five main factors were defined according to 
socio-educational model of language learning (Ellis, 1994). Ellis postulates that motivation refers to the effort that 
learners put into learning a second language as a result of their need or desire to learn it. Each factor comprises 
several learning strategies such as: 
1. Formal practice strategies (using structural knowledge, finding similarities between languages, 
generating and revising rules, and analyzing words – SILL items 1,2,4,8,14,16,17,20,21,22,23) 
2. Functional practice strategies (watching foreign language movies, seeking native speakers for 
conversation, imitating native speakers, initiating foreign language conversations, and reading authentic 
material in the new language – SILL items 10,11,15,30,31,32,35,37,38.) These strategies require 
language practice in natural settings outside the classroom. 
3. Resourceful, independent strategies (independent use of foreign language material in order to memorize 
words and sentences (listing related words, making up sentences and exercises, using mnemonics, 
elaborating sentences, using a tape recorder and independent use of certain metacognitive actions such as 
planning, self-testing or self-reward – SILL items 18,19,24,25,26,27,28,29 ) 
4. General study strategies (included all purpose techniques as studying hard, ignoring distractions, being 
prepared, organizing, and using time well – SILL items 33,34,36,39,41,49) 
5. Conversational strategies (included strategies such as requesting slower speech, asking for 
pronunciation correction, and guessing what the speaker will say – SILL items 45,46,47,48,50,) 
The results are summarized very briefly here. In addition to identifying the factors, the frequency with which 
strategies in each factor were reported to be used, are examined as well (see Table 1). A mean score of a motivation 
questionnaire between 3.5 and 5.0 was considered to reflect high level of language learning motivation, scores 
between 2.5 and 3.4 reflect a medium level of motivation, and scores between 1.0 and 2.4 indicate low motivation. 
 
Factor 1, formal practice strategies, received a high level of usage. Factor 2,  functional practice strategies, 
included the moderately frequent use. Factor 3,  resourceful  independent strategies, comprised relatively low-usage. 
Factor 4, general study strategies,  was reported to be used at moderate to high frequency. Factor 5, conversational 
strategies, is used sometimes or rarely.  
These findings indicate that the university students frequently reported employing formal practice strategies and 
general study strategies. These strategies are likely to be useful in a traditional, structure-oriented language learning 
procedure. This kind of foreign language instructional environment is directed towards tests and assignments. 
However, the strategy which involved a concerted, extracurricular effort to communicate in the new language 
(functional practice strategies) has also been appreciated and practiced by examinees. On the other hand, 
resourceful, independent strategies which required working independently on mnemonic or metacognitive aspects 
were mostly shunned by the students in this sample. In general, the only communicative involvement shown with 
Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of language learning motivation (N=258) 
 
Factor 
number 
Factor name Mean S.D. Interpretation Rank order 
1 Formal practice 
strategies 
3.73 0.66 High 1 
2 Functional practice 
strategies 
2.95 0.55 Medium to High 3 
3 Resourceful, 
independent strategies 
2.30 0.52 Low to Medium 4 
4 General study strategies 3.25 0.63 Medium to High 2 
5 Conversational 
strategies 
2.20 0.51 Low to Medium 5 
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low frequency was in conversational strategies, which did not necessarily demand the involvement with native 
speakers of the foreign language and which were used occasionally.  
In answering the second research question, i.e., which variables affect choice of language learning strategies, we 
examined the influence of self-perceptions of motivation and proficiency and the effects of course status (required 
vs. elective), years of study, sex, and major. These variables were taken from the background questionnaire. Results 
indicated that the degree of expressed motivation was the single most powerful influence on the choice of language 
learning strategies and that sex had a profound effect on strategy choice. All the other variables listed as well as 
some interactions among these variables had significant effects on the reported use of strategies. In this 
investigation, probabilities smaller than .0001 were common, indicating an extremely low likelihood that the results 
could have occurred by chance. This level, p<.0001, means that probability of such results occurring by random 
error is less than one in 10,000. The standard p-value indicating significance is usually p<.05, the accepted level for 
this study. Each of the significant variables is examined in turn (see Table 2).  
 
 
[1] Self-rating of the skill proficiency (e.g., reading), or of the variable (e.g., motivation).  
[2] Interaction between the two variables.  
*1 = formal practice strategies; 2 = functional practice strategies; 3 = resourceful, independent strategies; 4 = general study strategies; 5 = 
conversational strategies. 
 
The degree of expressed motivation to learn the language was the most powerful influence on strategy choice. 
Motivation had extremely significant effects on scores for Factors 1,2,4,5 and a nearly significant effect on Factor 3. 
The more motivated students used learning strategies of all these kinds more often than did the less motivated 
students. The motivation question resulted in 32% of the students expressing low motivation, 40% moderate 
motivation, and 28% high motivation. The vast majority (82%) also indicated they used the language less than ten 
percent of the time, reflecting absence of strong motivation. 
 Language proficiency self-ratings in speaking, reading, and listening also strongly affected strategy choice. For 
instance, speaking proficiency ratings were highly influential for Factors 2,3,4,5 and had a nearly significant effect 
on Factor 1. Reading proficiency ratings had very highly significant effects on Factors 1,2,4,5. Listening proficiency 
ratings powerfully influenced learners' choice of strategies in Factors 3,4. The higher the student's self-perceived 
Table 2. significant effects of background variables on factor scores 
 
 Factors* 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 
Sex 
Major 
Years of Study 
Course Status [Elective vs. Required] 
Speaking [1] 
Listening [1] 
Speaking & Listening [1, 2] 
Reading [1] 
Motivation [1] 
Course Status & Years of Study [2] 
Major & Motivation [2] 
Major & Course Status [2] 
Course Status & Motivation [2] 
Major, Course Status & Motivation [2] 
Sex & Motivation [2] 
.002 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
.0001 
.0001 
- 
- 
- 
.02 
- 
.01 
- 
.02 
.0002 
.002 
.0001 
- 
.04 
.003 
.0001 
.01 
.005 
- 
- 
.03 
- 
- 
.01 
- 
- 
.02 
.0009 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
.0002 
- 
- 
.04 
.0002 
.005 
- 
.0001 
.0002 
- 
- 
.007 
- 
- 
- 
.003 
- 
.003 
- 
.001 
- 
- 
.008 
.0001 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
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proficiency in each of these three skills, the more frequently the student chose to use learning strategies in the 
proposed factors. Greater strategy use accompanied perceptions of higher proficiency, and a causal relationship 
actually existed between proficiency self-ratings and strategy use. In general, students rated themselves as more 
proficient in reading and writing and less proficient in speaking and listening, as might be expected in a traditional, 
academic language situation. Positive (excellent or good) proficiency self-ratings were given by 41% of the students 
in listening, 60% of the students in writing, 31% in speaking, and 44% in writing. Looking at it the other way 
around, negative (fair or poor) proficiency self-ratings were given by 59% of the students in listening, 40% in 
reading, 69% in speaking, and 56% in writing. Only 6% percent of the students, depending on the skill, described 
themselves as excellent in any of the four language skills.  
Clear differences were found for elective vs. required course status for Factors 2 and 4. For both, students who 
elected to learn the language rather than taking it as a graduation requirement used these kinds of strategies more 
often. Years spent studying the foreign language had a very highly significant effect on two communicatively 
oriented factors (2, 5). In general terms, students who had been studying the language for at least seven semesters 
used strategies far more often than did less experienced language learners. More precisely, students studying the 
language at least seven semesters used Factor 2 strategies more often than did students with less study, and learners 
studying the language for nine semesters used Factor 5 strategies more often than did learners with less longevity. 
Profoundly significant sex differences in strategy choice were also evident for Factors 1, 4, and 5. Females reported 
more frequent strategy use than males in these three factors, while males reported no more frequent strategy use than 
females on any factors. University major made a highly significant difference for Factor 3 with Industrial 
Management majors using them more often than the other two broad categories of majors examined. Industrial 
Management majors used strategies in Factor 2 significantly more often than did Electrical Engineering majors, but 
not significantly more often than did their Graphic Engineering and Design counterparts.  
Motivation significantly interacted with several variables, often in complex ways, to influence choice of 
strategies. For instance, in a significant effect on Factor 1, motivation interacted with sex. Another significant 
interaction affecting Factor 1 was between motivation and elective vs. required course status. In a significant 
interaction affecting Factor 2, motivation interacted with university major. In addition, motivation interacted with 
both course status and major together to affect Factor 2. A significant interaction between university major and 
elective vs. required course status appeared for Factor 4. Years of study and course status interacted for Factor 2. 
Not very surprisingly, speaking and listening proficiency self-ratings interacted for Factor 2. 
4. Discussion and conclusions 
This discussion explores the reasons behind the cause and effect relationships which were just described. Thus, 
motivation had a pervasive influence on the reported use of specific kinds of strategies, as well as on the degree of 
active involvement in language learning which is reflected in the overall frequency of strategy use in general. Our 
findings about motivation support the statement that attitudes and motivation are important because they determine 
the extent to which the individuals will actively involve themselves in learning the language and that it is the prime 
determining factor in learning procedure.  At first the relationship between motivation and strategy use appears 
simple: learners who are highly motivated to learn a language are likely to use a variety of strategies. But the 
motivation issue quickly becomes highly complex. Not only does high motivation lead to significant use of language 
learning strategies as it is found in this study, but high strategy use probably leads to high motivation as well. Based 
on research findings on skill development and self-esteem (Brown, 2006) we would expect that use of appropriate 
strategies leads to enhanced actual and perceived proficiency, which in turn creates high self-esteem, which further 
on leads to strong motivation, resulting in more use of strategies, great actual and perceived proficiency, high self-
esteem, improved motivation, and so on. When viewed in light of this chain of variables, self-perceptions of 
language proficiency can be either effects or causes of strategy use, depending on which part of the chain is 
examined, and they are closely related to motivation and self-esteem. In this study we looked at proficiency self-
perceptions as independent (or causal) variables, but it is also certainly possible to examine such perceptions as 
dependent variables (effects of strategy use).  The results also show how strategy choice is affected by two 
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variables: 1) number of years of language study; 2) elective vs. required course status. The students who studied the 
same language for nine semesters (a small percentage of the sample), and the students who were taking the language 
electively used significantly more functional practice strategies (Factor 2) than did the rest of the students. 
Moreover, the students who studied the language for seven semesters used more Factor 5 strategies, which were 
requesting slower speech, asking for pronunciation correction, and guessing what the speaker will say, than did 
students with less years of study. Perhaps students who made less use of such communicatively oriented learning 
strategies would not be likely to perform well and would drop out of language study upon completing the language 
requirement. On the other hand, those who employed communicatively oriented strategies may have recognized 
their value only in advanced classes. Therefore, the hypothesis which predicts that the level of expressed motivation 
to learn a language has a significant effect on strategy use has been proved. Students with better language 
proficiency use functional and formal practice strategies and learn language more effectively than those with poorer 
proficiency.  
The complexity of motivational influences are further emphasized by the interactions of motivation with other 
variables, such as elective vs. required course status, university major, and sex. These significant interactions 
affected several groups of strategies.  Motivation is not just an internal, private phenomenon generated by the 
individual student. A student's motivation is affected by external variables (teaching and testing practices, peer 
interaction, overall task requirements, and the institutional environment). In this study, students' language learning 
strategies, which are reflecting popularity of formal strategies, are focused mainly on developing analytic language 
skills and learning language elements to attain success on tests.  
The study also showed that career orientation, reflected here in university major, has an effect on selection of 
language learning strategies. People with different career interests seemed to choose different strategies. In this 
study, students majoring in Industrial Management used two kinds of strategies - functional practice strategies 
(Factor 2) and resourceful, independent strategies (Factor 3) - significantly more often than did students with other 
majors. Industrial management students, thus, seemed to take seriously the need to find extracurricular, 
communicatively oriented practice opportunities in natural settings and to guide their own language study in an 
autonomous, independent way, reflecting an awareness of metacognitive strategies. Certainly such findings display 
the language learning goal of developing communicative competence and, thus, reflect motivational orientation as 
well. 
The research results confirmed the difference between the males and females in overall as well as individual 
strategy use and thus confirmed the previously stated hypothesis. Sex differences in strategy use had a profound 
influence. For example, compared with males, females reported significantly more frequent use of conversational 
strategies, reflecting social interaction. This result coincides with some research on sex differences in women's and 
men's speech in their native language. Fishman (2008), Kramarae (2002), Lakoff (2011) and Tannen (1986) all 
discuss sex differences in native language use. In our study women used two additional types of strategies - general 
study strategies and formal practice strategies - significantly more often than men. This fact could be related to 
women's desire for good grades and may reflect a need for social approval. Women's greater use of these two kinds 
of strategies might also echo their verbal superiority. Another possible explanation is women's greater willingness 
than men to conform to conventional norms. Women's social orientation might have led us to expect that they would 
choose functional practice (authentic language use) strategies significantly more often than men. However, in this 
sample, everyone's use of such strategies appeared to be suppressed by the traditional, academic environment of the 
classroom - a setting which promotes and rewards performance on discrete tasks rather than interactive, 
communicative efforts.  
5.  Implications 
This study provides many insights about variables influencing the choice of learning strategies by foreign 
language students in a conventional classroom setting. We have demonstrated the powerful effects of motivation, 
sex, years of study, and other variables on choice of language learning strategies. We have also suggested how the 
expectations imposed by the standard academic approach to teaching and testing limit the motivation of most 
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language learners to try new, creative, communicatively oriented strategies. Students should be encouraged to 
experiment with a great variety of strategies and to apply them to tasks which promote creative, communicative 
learning. Coupled with such an agenda must be a language programme which takes into account learners' needs, 
including the need to gain self-control and autonomy through strategy use. Subsequent research should explore all 
these issues further.  
Such research can contribute to an important and necessary transformation: changing language learning 
classrooms into stimulating places where use of communicatively oriented strategies for both learning and teaching 
will be common place. Engineering professional communication incorporates the four basic language skills and 
requires profession-specific communicative skills such as providing progress reports, explaining research, 
discussing company policies, analyzing problems, offering recommendations, giving instructions, etc. Therefore, 
teaching language methodology should be adapted according to the research results, which means introduction of 
lexically specific teaching material or more varied engineering topics. The change may lie not so much in the 
application of a given method or approach, or in the use of a given textbook, but in promoting a conscious 
awareness and use of workable strategies within the foreign language classroom. This change will not be easy; it 
will involve modifying attitudes and behaviours of learners and teachers alike. Nevertheless, this transformation is 
essential if students are to obtain the greatest possible benefit from language instruction. 

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